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[A recent article by Daniele Rossdeutscher of the Guatemalan News & Information Bureau is
reproduced below. The article was provided by Frontera News (Berkeley, Calif.). The Bureau
can be contacted at 415/835-0810.] Thousands of children in the quiet lakeside town of Santiago
Atitlan have gathered on the plaza for a free toy distribution, courtesy of Guatemalan Army.
As their children line up to receive cheap plastic toys, some of the parents standing by do not
seem impressed. "This is nothing, just to amuse the children," says a father whose two daughters
appear disappointed. Throughout the town, army posters invite the population to celebrate
Christmas festivities, ranging from a cultural festival to mass in the military camp. One of the
posters proclaims: "The army of Guatemala watches over the security of its beloved people during
the 365 days of the year. During the Christmas season we continue these efforts, always alert and
vigilant, so that each Guatemalan citizen can celebrate the holidays in peace." The same evening,
a soldier dressed as Santa Claus is paraded through the town's streets in an open army truck.
Children run behind the truck, screaming with excitement. Some throw stones, prompting the
soldiers to angrily shout and threaten them with their Galil rifles. On the plaza, the army has
organized a basketball game between two military units. Nearby, a banner held by a snowman
on one side and a Santa Claus on the other declares: "The army and the population are united in
their fight against communism, for peace and democracy." The priest in Santiago has a different
view of the festivities. He said, "The relationship between the military and the population is so
bad that the army is doing all it can to improve the situation." In Santiago, as in other areas where
guerrilla forces are active, the civilian population is a target of the army's latest offensive known as
the End-of-Year campaign, designed to defeat once and for all the forces of the URNG, Guatemala's
revolutionary movement. According to the priest, "The situation here is more intense than it has
been in the last three years." Several days ago, he said, soldiers knocked on his door and asked to
search the rectory. The new military commander also asked him to celebrate mass on the central
plaza for the benefit of local residents, a "request" he felt he could not refuse. The priest continues:
"They are searching house by house for illegal weapons and have set up checkpoints on most roads.
The population is terrified. Several people were kidnapped in broad daylight." The priest's views
were shared by a local fisherman who acknowledged that the army had discovered a guerrilla
training camp in the hills nearby. Soon after, they brought in thousands of soldiers. The increasing
militarization is taking its toll on local residents, most of whom are Tzutuhuil Indians. The fisherman
reported that soldiers attack women on their way to neighboring markets; in the past week two
died after being raped. The army also wants to resume the civil patrols which were suspended six
months ago. However, he said, "we will refuse to carry guns. That way, if someone is killed, we will
know who did it because only the army has weapons." * Militarization is not limited to Santiago.
In other areas where a guerrilla threat is perceived, the army presence is just as overwhelming. In
the highlands of Quiche, San Marcos and Huehuetenango as well as in the Peten, communities are
living under virtual siege. In Nebaj, Quiche, the military compound occupies several blocks and
is prominently located near the main square. Hundreds of soldiers hang out on the plaza in the
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evening. Sometimes they play soccer with young children. The plaza is no longer a focal point of
the villagers' communal life. The differences between soldiers and most members of the Indian
population are revealing. Soldiers are taller and better-fed some are even overweight and walk
upright. Indians who are obviously malnourished walk past the plaza, stooping under heavy loads
of firewood they carry on their back. In their camouflage combat gear, soldiers present a striking
contrast to the colorful dress of the Indian population. In the market, opposite the military landing
strip, Indian farmers described the hardship caused by the army's presence. Recently, one of these
men was sent on civil patrol duty for a full week. He said, "They gave us hardly anything to eat. I
was sick and hungry." Because several men in his family have been killed by the army, he is now
the sole provider for ten people. The army will not let him farm the land he owns outside of town,
for fear that the food will feed the guerrillas. Expressing the desire of many of his counterparts,
he said, "I wish the army would go away, so we could go back to our land." Several weeks earlier
an army helicopter was downed by the guerrillas outside of Nebaj. Pointing out the continuous
activity on the airstrip, the Indian farmer said that the helicopters are going further north to Playa
Grande where "there is more fighting." Several days before Christmas, all adult men in the town
were summoned to the town square by the military commander. In the square, a cardboard poster
showed a soldier wearing the red beret of the elite Kaibil troops dressed as Santa Claus. In one
hand he holds a machine gun; in the other a cartridge belt. After verifying that all units are present,
the commander makes a fiery speech about victory against communism, claiming that peace and
safety have returned to the countryside. He points to a few US tourists observing the proceedings
as a sign of new-found prosperity. * The army's End-of-Year counter-insurgency campaign, its
largest in four years, began soon after the signing of the Guatemala peace plan and subsequent talks
between the rebel forces of the URNG and the Cerezo government. The military command stationed
thousands of soldiers in Santiago, Nebaj and other strategic regional centers, and commenced
extensive aerial bombings of areas where guerrillas and sympathizers are believed to operate. In an
unprecedented search for internal support, the traditionally secretive army conducted an extensive
public relations campaign. For instance, six journalists were invited to observe a military action
in Nebaj. The press corps flew in a helicopter over an area where an army unit was besieged by
rebel forces. Media reports later told of damage to three army helicopters, extensive army casualties
and calls for reinforcements over army radio. After three months of an all-out attack against the
guerrillas, there is no evidence that the army is achieving its goal of eradicating the URNG. On the
contrary, the guerrillas' ability to move about the country has not been significantly affected, and
in some cases they have taken the offensive. The last three months of 1987 saw a record number of
armed confrontations as well as guerrilla occupations of villages, highways and farms. The main
victims of the army counterinsurgency are civilians. The mostly Mayan population resents military
intervention at every level of village life. Farming activities are curtailed, which causes increased
economic hardship, and traditional celebrations have been cancelled. The token gift distributions
witnessed during the Christmas season have done little to improve civilians' relationship with
the army. Civilians also suffer from direct attacks. Aerial bombings have caused thousand of
campesinos to flee their homes. In the Ixcan, a campesino wrote to the Guatemalan Church In Exile
to denounce the army's bombing and destruction of his village: "They began bombing from planes
and helicopters. We ran out of the village, all of us, old people, women, children and men. They
chased us into the mountains of the Ixcan. They destroyed our crops, our pigs and chickens and
other belongings, even our chapels." In response to accusations about bombing civilians, Defense
Minister General Hector Gramajo said: "We do bombard them, but with leaflets to inform them of
the uselessness of their struggle and to offer them protection if they wish to return to their villages."
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